Writing in the BMJ, O'Dowdl used the term 'heartsink' to describe patients who exasperate, defeat and overwhelm their doctors by their behaviour. If librarians classified their clients in this fashion the reader who requested statistical data on the prevalence of a particular disease might find himself similarly labelled. Up-to-date health statistics have always proved difficult to find, and even when relevant sources have been unearthed the data are rarely in the format required.
With the development of the Web-and the resultant information explosion-health statistics from numerous countries are only a mouse-click away. This paper will highlight some key sources on the Internet. Arranging the data by broad subject categories-birth, infertility, surgical procedures-the visitor can quickly navigate to the appropriate Web page. Specific questions can then be posed and answered. For example, in the section headed 'death' you can identify the leading causes of death and the latest infant mortality figures. Although the data are presented in summary format, the original source (with supporting data) is available via a hypertext link.
For a more global perspective on health, the 'Fifty Facts' from the 1997 WHO Health Report can be consulted. Key statistics from this source include the size of the world's population-currently standing at 5.8 billion-and the finding that 33% of all deaths in 1996 were due to infectious or parasitic diseases. The Web site also provides data on the incidence of CJD across Europe.
Other diseases
When searching the Internet to identify statistical information about other diseases say, the prevalence of asthma-you are more likely to find the answer if youfirst consider which body or organization is likely to publish this type of information. In the case of asthma, organizations such as the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases and the National Asthma Campaign would be worth contacting. On visiting the Web site of these organizations I was able to find the 'National Asthma Audit 97/98'2, which highlighted the latest data on the prevalence, cost and impact of asthma in the UK, and the NIAID fact sheet entitled 'Asthma and Allergy Statistics'3. 
